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: The Depression Decade: A Photo Essay

THE DEPRESSION DECADE: A PHOTO ESSAY
Images of the 1930s abound. Bank runs. Bread Lines. Dust storms. Hoovervilles. Marathon
dances. Fireside chats. Sitdown strikes. Few people remember the decade with any sense of
longing for “the good ol’ days.”
The Great Depression scarred the lives and memories of almost all Americans who
experienced it. Although the suffering was not shared equally, no one completely escaped the
ravages of the worst domestic crisis of this century. As Robert and Helen Lynd pointed out in
their 1935 study of Middletown, “The great knife of the depression has cut down impartially
through the entire population cleaving open lives and hopes of rich as well as poor.”1
Like other states, Florida was ill-prepared to cope with the crisis. At the beginning of the
depression, unemployment relief was still a local responsibility. Private charities initially carried
a large share of the burden, but they soon exhausted their limited resources. The cities of Fort
Myers, Lakeland, St. Petersburg and Tampa had public programs to relieve distress, but with tax
revenues declining they found it difficult just to maintain existing services. St. Petersburg tried
charging tuition for the public schools. Facing bankruptcy, some municipalities paid their
remaining employees in script. The unemployed were often left to shift for themselves. In the
search for new sources of revenue, the state in 1931 legalized gambling at horse and dog tracks.2
Ultimately, the federal government went to the rescue of a nation in distress. Under the New
Deal the country adopted permanent remedies for age-old problems made worse by the
depression. Massive unemployment sparked acceptance of unemployment insurance. The
breakdown of local relief encouraged passage of the Social Security Act. The virtual collapse of
the banking system led to creation of the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation. The threat of
foreclosure on home mortgages helped win government assistance under FHA. Labor militancy
resulted in government protection of the right to organize unions and establishment of the federal
minimum wage and maximum hour law. Federal work relief programs such as WPA and PWA
permanently changed the landscape of the entire country by adding schools, bridges, post offices,
dams and other edifices that still stand today. Through these and other New Deal programs, the
federal government stepped in to guarantee a minimum standard of living for many Americans.3
Although the depression dominated life in the 1930s, people found plenty of diversions. Many
Americans gathered around their radios to hear Major Bowes’ Amateur Hour, the Lone Ranger
and great comics like Jack Benny and Fred Allen. People were also distracted by spectacular
news events, such as the kidnapping of the Lindbergh baby, the killing of John Dillinger and the
burning of the airship Hindenburg, all of which pushed depression-related stories off the front
page of newspapers. Movies proved the great escape as people flocked to films like “Mutiny on
the Bounty” and Disney’s “Snow White.” During the winter of 1929-30, the first miniature golf
course opened in Florida, and the new game quickly swept the country. Many fortunate
Americans continued to winter in Florida. On New Year’s Day, 1937, cars pulling house trailers
poured into the state at the rate of twenty-five an hour.4
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In many ways the thirties marked a turning point. Neither the country nor its citizens would
ever be the same in the wake of the Great Depression. The following photographs recall life in
the 1930s along the sun coast.

The early years of the depression saw panic spread among bank depositors whose funds were
unprotected. In the summer of 1931, there was a bank run on the Central National Bank in St.
Petersburg. The bank failed but unlike many others, managed to pay off about half of its
obligations.
Photograph courtesy of the John B. Green Memorial Collection.
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This St. Petersburg poster notes the hard
times that afflicted the city.
Photograph courtesy of Hampton Dunn.

In Oneco, the local grocer also pumped gas and operated the post office in the early 1930s. With
the depression in mind, he posted a sign on his window: “Cash Talks Loud.” One of the
bargains advertised was three rolls of toilet paper for 21.
Photograph courtesy of the Manatee County Historical Society.
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Depression level prices at an Auburndale grocery store: Beans – 7, a pound; Onions – 3 a
pound; corned beef – 15, a pound; milk – 4 “tall cans” for 22.
Photograph courtesy of the Polk County Historical Society.

In the early days of the Depression, private agencies carried a large share of the burden for
helping the needy. The Salvation Army group, pictured above with Tampa mayor, Robert E. L.
Chancey (second from left, front row) played a significant role in the relief effort.
Photograph courtesy of the Tampa-Hillsborough County Public Library System.
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The Salvation Army Service Center for men in Tampa, March 1930.
Photograph courtesy of the Tampa-Hillsborough County Public Library System.

Before assistance came from Washington under the New Deal, the city of Tampa provided
public service jobs. These workers employed by the Tampa Cooperative Council on October 24,
1932 were building a retaining wall along Bayshore Boulevard in Tampa. Later, the WPA
completed the project.
Photograph courtesy of the TampaHillsborough County Public Library System.
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In the winter of 1933-34, Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal created the Civil Works Administration as an emergency measure. Lasting four months, the CWA put the unemployed to
work in such jobs as the traffic inspectors pictured in Tampa on January 22, 1934.
Photograph courtesy of the Tampa-Hillsborough County Public Library System.

Critics refered to the WPA as “We Poke Along.” However, many valuable improvements were
made such as the one above in St. Petersburg.
Photograph courtesy of the St. Petersburg Times.
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The WPA helped change the landscape by building large construction projects. The administration building at the Peter O. Knight Airport was completed in 1936.
Photograph courtesy of Hampton Dunn.

Another community project constructed by the WPA was the Auburndale Gymnasium.
Photograph courtesy of the Polk County Historical Society.
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The Works Progress Administration put starving artists to work. This
mural depicting the nation’s first commercial flight between St.
Petersburg and Tampa, was painted by George Hill to decorate the
Peter O. Knight Airport. Hill was paid $75.00 a week by the federal
government, and the city of Tampa added another $75.00 a week. It
took Hill about a year to complete a series of murals on the history of
aviation. This mural now hangs in the Board Room of the Tampa
Aviation Authority.
Photograph courtesy of the Tampa Aviation Authority.
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The WPA built this swimming pool in Bartow in back of the old Civic Center on Wilson
Avenue.
Photograph courtesy of the Polk County Historical Society.

The WPA also included white collar projects such as the reindexing of Pinellas County records
for the Clerk of the Circuit Court of Pinellas County.
Photograph courtesy of Heritage Park, St. Petersburg.
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The WPA operated this canning kitchen in South Clewiston, and sent a regional WPA
supervisor to manage the project.
Photograph courtesy of the Calusa Valley Historical Society.

The WPA also built this livestock market in LaBelle.
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In Sarasota, the WPA produced a civic center for the city.
Photograph courtesy of the Sarasota County Historical Archives.

One WPA project, which no longer exists is the Lido Beach Casino, constructed in 1939.
Photograph courtesy of the Sarasota County Historical Archives.

Published by Scholar Commons, 1981

11

Tampa Bay History, Vol. 3 [1981], Iss. 1, Art. 5

The New Deal’s Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) put young men to work out in the country
on projects ranging from reforestation to soil conservation. This popular program sent a fixed
portion of the wages of the participants directly to their families. Above is a CCC project in
operation at the Highlands Hammock State Park in Sebring.
Photograph courtesy of the Highlands Hammock State Park.

A CCC camp was assigned to Highlands Hammock State Park in 1934. Part of the duties of the
CCC workers included finishing concrete fence posts.
Photograph courtesy of the Highlands Hammock State Park.
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The federal government supplied surplus commodities directly to families in need. The Relief
Committee of Clearwater distributed flour directly from an Atlantic Coast Line Railroad car
pictured above.
Photograph courtesy of Hampton Dunn.

Those who kept their jobs in the 1930s considered themselves fortunate and often accepted low
wages and tolerated the rules set by their employers. Notice these women at a Plant City
strawberry packing plant standing around the “No Talking” sign, February 22, 1930.
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At about the same time these elderly shuffleboard players were enjoying their visit to Tampa’s
Plant Park (April 15, 1935), Congress was passing the Social Security Act which provided old
age pensions.
Photograph courtesy of the Tampa-Hillsborough County Public Library System.

The movies gave people a chance to forget their Depression woes. Inside the Tampa Theatre,
audiences watched movies such as the 1934 hit, “The Gay Divorcee,” with Fred Astaire and
Ginger Rodgers. The price of admission to the Tampa Theatre at this time was 30.
Photograph courtesy of the Tampa-Hillsborough County Public Library System.
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The movies were not the only attraction that brought people to the Tampa Theatre. In
November 1931, crowds also flocked to the theatre eager to win a drawing for a new car they
probably could not afford to buy on their own.
Photograph courtesy of the Tampa-Hillsborough County Library System.

Some tried to cool off the Depression by bathing in the surf of Clearwater Beach. The water
slide in the background was a popular attraction.
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Those who could afford it continued to visit the Suncoast. Guests watch tennis champ, Bill
Tilden at the Charlotte Harbor Hotel, February 7, 1931.
Photograph courtesy of the Tampa-Hillsborough County Public Library System.
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During the thirties, the dance marathon craze swept the country. On December 30, 1931, after
four days on the dance floor, one hearty couple stayed on their feet to win the marathon at
Sulphur Springs.
Photograph courtesy of Tampa-Hillsborough County Public Library System.
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